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A Role to Play: Investigating Concepts of Masculinity in Australia through Theatre 
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Abstract 
Health professionals, academics, social commentators and the media are increasingly sending the same 
message – Australian men are in crisis. This message has been supported by documented rises in 
alcoholism, violence, depression, suicide and crime amongst men in Australia. A major cause of this 
crisis, it can be argued, is an over-reliance on the out-dated and limited model of hegemonic masculinity 
that all men are encouraged to imitate in their own behaviour. This paper, as part of a larger study, 
explores representations of masculinity in selected works of contemporary Australian theatre in order to 
investigate the concept of hegemonic masculinity and any influence it may have on the perceived ‘crisis 
of masculinity’. Theatre is but one of the artistic modes that can be used to investigate masculinity and 
issues associated with identity. The Australia Council for the Arts recognises theatre, along with 
literature, dance, film, television, inter-arts, music and visual arts, as critical to the understanding and 
expression of Australian culture and identity. Theatre has been chosen in this instance because of the 
opportunities available to this study for direct access to specific theatre performances and creators and, 
also, because of the researcher’s experience, as a theatre director, with the dramatic arts. Through 
interviews with writers, directors and actors, combined with the analysis of scripts, academic writings, 
reviews, articles, programmes, play rehearsals and workshops, this research utilises theatre as a medium 
to explore masculinity in Australia. 
A Role to Play: Investigating Concepts of Masculinity in Australia through Theatre 
 
All men are created equal … an introduction 
There is a suggestion that all men are imbued with a universal and self-evident identity, simply by virtue 
of being male.1 According to this universal identity all men, those who are born to the anatomical 
classification of male, are encouraged to display the same set of defining characteristics, which are 
inherited from an ideal male model.2 This model is referred to as ‘hegemonic masculinity’ and 
“embod[ies] the currently most honoured way of being a man, it require[s] all other men to position 
themselves in relation to it”.3 How fully a man demonstrates his adherence to this ideal model, the 
things that he thinks and does in order to be considered a man, underpins one understanding of 
masculinity. 4 
 
This paper is taken from a broader investigation that partly employs theatre, through practice-led 
research, to investigate how notions of hegemonic masculinity influence male identities in Australia 
today. An underlying reason for this investigation, then, is to uncover any friction that may exist 
between a dominant, hegemonic form of masculinity and the everyday lived experiences of the 
Australian male – how is their individual identity influenced by a dominant notion of what it means to 
be ‘masculine’? This research is concerned particularly with notions of masculinity as relating to the 
groups of young Australian men (aged 18-30) who have participated in the study to date, but may also 
be seen to have a wider relevance. 
 
Investigations into the existence of hegemonic masculinity and its implications on men and masculine 
identities are well documented.5 Arising out of and in addition to the body of work dedicated to 
exploring the concept of hegemonic masculinity is the notion of ‘multiple masculinities’ and, indeed, 
“hegemonic masculinities”.6 Fundamentally, where hegemonic masculinity champions one single 
overarching ideal model of masculinity, multiple masculinities, conversely, assume the existence of a 
number of masculine ideals that alter according to certain variables – class, geography, culture, 
economic status and even generational shifts in perceptions of masculinity.7 
 
This study is based on the idea that there exists a friction between the actual existence of multiple 
masculinities and the entrenched cultural recognition of an ideal model of hegemonic masculinity based 
in an Australian context. Australian men consist of a variety of individuals from different cultural, 
social, geographical, sexual and religious backgrounds, each with their own understandings of 
masculinity. Despite the multiplicity of factors contributing to the ‘reality’ of the contemporary 
Australian male subject, with issues relating to cultural background, class, ethnicity and sexuality 
playing a role, it will be argued that there is still a perception of a single, dominant model of what it is to 
be an Australian male, which wider Australian society tends to impose on all Australian men. The work 
this paper is based on uses theatre as a primary means to conduct this investigation and aims to locate 
and articulate a picture of the ideal model of masculinity in Australia today and then explore how that 
model interacts with the inferred existence of multiple masculinities. 
 
This paper will begin with a short discussion on the reasons behind this study, followed by a more 
detailed discussion on the use of theatre for conducting the investigation. The existence of an ideal 
model of masculinity will also be addressed before two onstage practical examples are analysed in an 
attempt to better understand how a dominant model of masculinity is represented theatrically. What 
might then be understood about our communities and perceptions of the contemporary Australian male 
today, as inferred from the findings related to theatrical representations of masculinity, will also be 
briefly addressed. 
 
This is a man’s world?  A short explanation on the reasons behind this study 
There are two questions that may be used to initiate this discussion. Firstly, why is there a need to 
investigate Australian masculinity and, secondly, why use theatre as the means of investigation? The 
answer to the first question is based on a relatively well-trodden area of debate that centres on the 
somewhat sensationally termed “crisis of masculinity”.8 While it seems there is no definite and 
universally accepted position on the issue of a male identity crisis in Australia it remains true that “a 
number of writers and scholars, as well as the media, have announced that masculinity is in crisis and 
that men are now less certain of themselves than ever before,”9 with some experts even suggesting that 
masculinity is in perpetual crisis.10 
 
The need to examine Australian masculinity, then, is linked to the purported crisis, a crisis highlighted 
by the arguments that compellingly demonstrate men to more likely be victims of suicide, premature 
death, accidents and addiction often as a result of assumptions made about the strength, both literal and 
metaphorical, of their gender’s perceived identity.11 These arguments are supported by a number of 
statistics that note destructive behaviours, including suicide, violence, anxiety, alcohol and drug abuse, 
to be disproportionately high amongst the Australian male population.12 
 
The contention is, then, that the destructive behaviours associated with a crisis are partly a result of – or 
at least exacerbated by – the existence of a dominant form of hegemonic masculinity. Hegemonic 
masculinity creates an inflexible model for Australian male identity by promoting specific 
characteristics of one type of person in place of multiple individual identities. Hegemonic masculinity 
encourages the idea that in order to be an Australian male one must attempt to emulate the dominant 
male image, inducing Australian men to model their own behaviour on that dominant image if they are 
to be accepted and recognised as an Australian male. 
 
There is a strong argument for the existence of a dominant model of masculinity in Australia and it is 
closely linked to what Russel Ward referred to as the ‘Australian Legend.’13 A description of this 
‘Legend’ can found in Ward’s book of the same title. Despite Ward’s account, written over fifty years 
ago, the relevance of his observations to current understandings of masculinity in Australia has been 
confirmed through this research. The various observations and interviews conducted as part of this 
investigation have shown characteristics currently associated with masculinity to be largely the same as 
those in Ward’s description. For example, traits such as physical prowess, taciturnity, a dislike for 
authority, mateship, the ability to drink alcohol, fierce independence and an aversion to art and culture 
have all been recognised by participants in this study as traits that make a man ‘masculine’. The man 
these traits describe may also be referred to as ‘traditional’ concepts of masculinity in Australia, mainly 
because of their historical roots and prevalence throughout examples of Australian life and culture since 
the earliest days of Anglo colonisation; and because the man described by Ward has “an iconic status in 
Australian life and features strongly in any debate about national identity, especially as expressed in 
Australian literature, painting, popular music, films and foods.”14 This image of the traditional 
Australian man can be taken as an example of hegemonic masculinity.15 
 
An ideal, or hegemonic, model of masculinity is incapable of embracing the true depth and diversity of 
men in Australia – their multiple masculinities – as it links them inextricably to a narrow concept of 
‘Australian-ness’, which denies alternatives of individual expression. By narrowly representing the 
Australian male, hegemonic masculinity has the effect of excluding the cultural and sexual diversity of 
Australian men and neglects their deeper emotional and intellectual complexities. Complexities are 
erased, in favour of emulating a dominant image, which may lead to men ‘lashing out’ in frustration and 
confusion over their identity and, ultimately, result in the kinds of destructive behaviours that are 
associated with the purported crisis of masculinity. 
 
Whether it is agreed that the crisis is real or not, there is enough evidence to be concerned about the 
state of men in Australia and, therefore, an investigation into possible causes of these destructive 
behaviours may be beneficial for society in general. 
 
Acting the part:  why use theatre to investigate masculinity? 
Why use theatre to conduct a study into masculinity? British theatre practitioner and academic, Michael 
Mangan, addresses the topic, as does the book Men at Play, with particular focus on the Australian 
male.16 Mangan’s central arguments for the relevance of theatre in studying masculinity are the 
exchanges of information that he claims are inherent in theatrical performance. Mangan separates these 
exchanges of information into two categories:	  transactional interaction and representational interaction. 
Transactional interaction requires the audience’s imaginative reconstruction in order to complete an 
implied picture. For	  example, using the prologue to Shakespeare’s Henry V, where the Chorus recites 
“…'tis your thoughts that now must deck our kings”17 Mangan demonstrates one kind of transactional 
exchange that may occur between performer and audience. There are but a few costumed actors onstage, 
yet the armies, warhorses and battles that unfold throughout Henry V are integral to the story. These 
integral, yet unseen, actions appear only in the audience’s ‘thoughts’, where they	  ‘deck’ the story with 
their own imaginations; indeed, Shakespeare has the Chorus specifically invoke these imaginative 
reconstructions in the audience by demanding them to “think, when we talk of horses, that you see 
them”.18 
 
The usefulness of transactional interaction to investigating masculinity can be seen through the 
audience’s ‘imaginative reconstructions’ of male characters. For example, in Ray Lawler’s seminal 
work Summer of the Seventeenth Doll19 (the Doll) the character of Olive gives the following description 
of the male leads, Roo and Barney: 
 
Olive: Nancy used to say it was how they’d walk into the pub as if they owned it, even just in the 
way they walked you could spot it. All around would be the regulars, soft city blokes having their 
drinks and their little arguments, and then in would come Roo and Barney. They wouldn’t say 
anything – they didn't have to – there’d just be the two, and quiet. After that, without a word, the 
regulars’d stand aside to let ‘em through, just as if they was a – a couple of kings. She always 
reckoned they made the rest of the mob look like a bunch of skinned rabbits.20 
 
In this vivid account, Lawler uses Olive’s lines to juxtapose two distinct images of the Australian 
male, one of the masculine ‘couple of kings’ who are Roo and Barney, and the other of the ‘soft city 
blokes’. The implication is that the very use of the term ‘soft’ indicates that they are less than 
masculine. In this description of events Lawler prompts the audience to reconstruct an image of the 
scene in their own imaginations, using their existing knowledge of the kinds of men described by 
Olive. 
 
Through an analysis of the imaginative reconstructions of these characters the audience’s understanding, 
representing a sample of wider society, of the defining characteristics of these two representations of 
men and masculinity – one group masculine and the other not as masculine – may be identified and 
explored. Any common characteristics found in the audience’s reconstructions can be equated to a 
common understanding of masculinity. In this way, transactional interaction can be used to define the 
common, or dominant, understandings of characteristics that, in this example, are understood to make a 
man masculine. 
 
Transactional interaction and the role of representative interaction on stage 
Building on Mangan’s notions of transactional interaction I argue that this level of interaction operates 
not only in the way characters are perceived by the audience, but also in the performance investments 
made by actors and directors. Similarly to the way in which the audience viewing the Doll will interpret 
Lawler’s depiction of the scene of the two men entering a bar and develop their own ‘imaginative 
reconstructions’, it is acceptable to infer that actors and directors will similarly configure 
reconstructions when developing the characters for performance to the audience. The actor, and also 
the director, will inevitably create an image in their own mind of the characters they intend to present 
during the rehearsal process.21 This image will be further developed and recreated during rehearsals, 
and eventually presented onstage, acting as an imaginative reconstruction of the characters originally 
written by the author. 
 
The success of actors and directors in creating a believable and credible performance depends on “the 
extent that they are attuned to the world around them.”22 If successful characterisation is the aim of the 
actors, directors and playwrights, then the imaginative reconstructions formed by them during the 
creation of an Australian male character must be attuned to the most commonly accepted images of 
contemporary Australian men. I argue that Mangan’s theory of imaginative reconstruction can be 
broadened to include the importance of the roles that theatre performers and directors create. 
 
Theatre allows for a broader social investigation to be undertaken in a positively condensed 
environment. The world of the stage operates as a credible representation of the outside world, 
enhanced by the abilities of those involved in its creation to keenly articulate the perceived truths of the 
world around them. Theatre acts as a representation of the society that creates it and is, therefore, useful 
in “charting developments in society more widely.”23 “[T]heatre engages with society by dramatising its 
characters in a social context”24 and, in turn, can be used to explore wider social issues such as 
masculinity and any crisis associated with it. As has already been discussed, in order to present 
believable and acceptable characters to an audience, writers, directors and actors must present 
believable and acceptable traits.25 Specifically, ‘masculine’ characters will most clearly present those 
characteristics associated with masculinity and, conversely, in the manifestly ‘less masculine’ 
characters, those characteristics will be notably absent. 
 
By identifying, through the performance, the most widely accepted characteristics associated with 
masculinity, I argue that the accepted and dominant model of masculinity will also be identified and can 
be seen as forming the basis for the dominant hegemonic ideal. 
 
The performer, in the act of developing a character, which was created by the playwright and guided 
by the director, actively seeks to create a tangible form and express the personification of a character 
dramatised from the social context, therefore exhibiting traits based in reality. These characters are a 
product of the artists’ minds. Representational interaction argues that, subsequently, these characters 
are also products of the minds of the audience through imaginative reconstruction. Through their 
presentation onstage, the character demonstrates archetypical and stereotypical traits associated with 
the kind of person they are intended to represent. It is these traits portrayed from the stage that form 
the basis of the other type of interaction inherent in theatre that Mangan explores, representational 
interaction.26 
 
Representational interaction may be summarised as representations of the “forms, archetypes and 
stereotypes of masculinity”27 in dramatic works. Such archetypes may include the hero or father figure 
and examples of stereotypes in Australian theatre may be the larrikin or ‘bogan’ characters.28 In this 
representational interaction the dramatic characters are directly embedded with the ‘ideal’ masculine 
model through the use of these forms, archetypes and stereotypes to successfully present a character to 
an audience. The playwright, actor and director, in a symbiosis of artistic intention, are often 
inadvertently involved in the presentation of these forms, archetypes and even stereotypes.29 It is these 
(re)presentations that the audience recognise and relate to and that the artists themselves may be 
conditioned into presenting, simply by being part of a society that upholds and recognises specific 
‘types’. 
 
By combining the investigation of the archetypes and stereotypes of Australian masculinity presented 
onstage, with information gathered from an examination of the imaginative reconstructions inherent in 
theatre’s transactional interaction, my research will provide a more complete picture of the most 
common traits associated with Australian masculinity in Australia today, and, by extension, the 
association those traits have with the dominant image of masculinity can be more extensively examined. 
 
The most common traits identified and presented through theatre can be used to confirm the existence of 
an overarching, hegemonic masculine identity within perceptions of ‘Australian-ness’. If the audience, 
actors, directors and performers recognise the same traits as masculine, a common understanding and 
expectation of ‘masculine’ can be inferred. An investigation that includes an analysis of performance 
processes may confirm the existence of a hegemonic masculine ideal. Such an investigation may 
address issues where the processes of the actors and directors subverts or exacerbates any existing 
stereotypes of masculine identity. Analysing characters in divergent manifestations can also be used to 
challenge the most widely accepted ideas of masculinity and to assist in developing a more realistic 
set of perceptions of masculinity to alter those ideas. There is, however, an argument against using 
forms, archetypes and stereotypes in any investigation. The use of generalised representations, however, 
in this instance, provides a means to investigate the assertion that masculinity is a unified and all-
encompassing concept. 
 
If male characters draw on those characteristics readily available and recognisable to an audience as 
being typically masculine, whether or not they are archetypical or stereotypical, those characteristics are 
seen as being actively reinforced through their characterisation. The processes undertaken during the 
creation of a performance, such as textual interpretation and characterisation by actors and directors 
inevitably inform how the male characters from theatrical texts and their masculine traits are represented 
to an audience and, in turn, how those traits are viewed or demanded by wider society. The next and 
final section of this paper details two practical case studies of how these notions of transactional 
interaction and representational interaction can be employed to inform an investigation into the 
influence of a dominant model of masculinity on Australian men. 
 
Men at play: two case studies of onstage masculinity 
At the Western Australian Academy of Performing Arts, during 2011, two notable productions of 
Australian theatre, Nick Enright’s Blackrock, directed by Ross McGregor, and Brendan Cowell’s Ruben 
Guthrie, directed by Andrew Lewis, were performed. Both of these productions were used as part of this 
research into Australian masculinity. As researcher, I acted as the assistant director for Ruben Guthrie. 
 
Blackrock30 is “inspired by the real-life murder of a 14-year-old girl on Newcastle’s Stockton Beach in 
1989,”31 and delves into the world of male youth culture, exploring adolescent relationships, violence, 
mateship and group dynamics. Ruben Guthrie32 is the story of a young, high-flying advertising 
executive who has become trapped in a world of drugs and alcohol: “He pours himself a drink to 
celebrate, a drink to work, a drink to sleep and one spectacular night he drinks so much he thinks he can 
fly … Ruben Guthrie taps a deep vein of Australian life … ”33 
 
The male characters of Ricko in Blackrock and Ruben in Ruben Guthrie represent certain images of 
Australian hegemonic masculinity. For example, physical strength, taciturnity and mateship are evident 
in Ricko in Blackrock, while the heavy drinking of alcohol, taciturnity and a fierce independence in turn 
define Ruben in Guthrie. The rehearsal processes of the productions were observed and separate 
interviews were conducted with the casts and directors, in order to gain an understanding of how these 
characters were formed and the choices that were made in how to present the characters to an 
audience. Interview questions, based on representational interactions, related to the formation of the 
male characters as well as questions about the personal opinions on Australian masculinity; this 
format of questioning aimed to elucidate aspects of the transactional interactions. 
 
In both plays all of the performers interviewed, both male and female, were able to keenly articulate 
their own concepts of masculinity and the characteristics that formed their evaluation of the Australian 
male. The most common traits with which these two groups of performers associated with an Australian 
male were related to the demonstration of a good moral code; the ability to behave ethically with the 
capacity for measured reasoning and, in some capacity, to behave with gallantry. These, more 
moralistic traits, were rated higher by both groups of performers as demonstrations of masculinity than 
other, more traditionally accepted qualities of the Australian male, such as physical superiority and a 
lack of emotional expression. However, when questioned further it became evident that the notions of 
masculinity were not so obvious amongst the performers and there emerged a kind of dualism in 
concepts of masculinity. 
 
Dualism of Australian masculinity 
Within the interviews a dualism of masculinity became recognisable, as two distinct understandings of 
what it means to be an Australian male were uncovered. Firstly, there were the answers given during 
interview, involving the more moralistic traits as described above. These ‘moralistic’ answers 
demonstrated an intellectualisation of the question ‘who is the Australian male’ through the act of 
thoughtful consideration before traits such as ethics and morals were described. These ‘intellectualised’ 
answers also demonstrated the recognised existence of multiple masculinities. The participants agreed 
that different people have different ideas of what makes a man ‘manly’ and those ideas may change with 
certain circumstances; for example the display of reasoning over emotion in a high-stress or life-
threatening situation as opposed to, for example, offering comfort and empathy when a man’s partner 
has suffered loss. Importantly, it became apparent to the interviewer that these considered responses 
were conciliatory, following the second, and less kindly, interpretations of masculinity. 
 
The second understanding of masculinity was a more instinctive portrayal, created by the actors 
from impulse during the rehearsal process and involved traits associated with hegemonic 
masculinity, such as physical strength and taciturnity. These less intellectualised and more 
embodied responses were recorded during observations of the onstage performances of these artists 
and, as the actors themselves began to acknowledge during their interviews, were called upon 
during the rehearsal process. The more impulsive performance of masculinity can be seen in line 
with Mangan’s theories on the representational interactions inherent in theatrical performance. 
 
While, as the performers first commented, a man demonstrating characteristics such as physical 
superiority, taciturnity, emotional stuntedness and a penchant for alcohol  – a few of the traits identified 
with the traditional and dominant hegemonic masculinity34 – were not how they personally perceived a 
man’s masculinity, at the same time, they all, in varying degrees, recognised those traits as masculine in 
other men; acknowledging specific friends, family and strangers on the street who displayed these 
characteristics and were considered ‘masculine’ because they exhibited such traits. 
 
These groups of performers included men from Aboriginal, Malaysian, English, American, Greek and 
Egyptian backgrounds, as well as homosexual and heterosexual, yet, as it was observed, onstage they 
often neglected their own cultural and sexual characteristics in favour of traits taken from the traditional 
Australian image, based on the concepts of a hegemonic masculinity. At various times during the 
performance process the actors replicated some, or all, of the traditionally acceptable characteristics of 
masculinity onstage in order, as most of them admitted during interviews, to craft their characters in 
such a way that the audience would recognise and accept them. The comments from performers, 
regarding the anticipated audience acceptance of their characters, confirms that in this theatrical 
society certain expectations of masculinity, founded in concepts of a dominant image of masculinity, 
and theatre, through the embodiment of those expectations, compounds them as foundational to 
Australian masculine identity. 
 
These case studies in the theatre revealed the expectations society places on men to exist in the image 
of a hegemonic masculine ideal was continually emphasised throughout the production process. In one 
observation of the performers in Blackrock, about a third of the way through their rehearsal process, two 
male actors were rehearsing a scene in a boxing ring. In order to show the strength, manliness and 
indeed, masculinity of these characters in the ring, the performers began to noticeably act as the ‘ideal 
model’ – by accentuating their strength through physically changing their posture, while removing 
emotion from their lines. The actors later considered that the changes they underwent were as a result 
of an unintentional acknowledgement of traditional Australian male traits.  
 
While the actors chose to present the boxers this way, their choice was also dictated by their perceived 
expectations of how the audience would want to see those characters presented. One may ask ‘how else 
would you present a boxer?’ and, indeed, that question is valid. However, the greater question, in my 
mind, is why did these performers continue to portray these traits when their characters left the ring? To 
summarise the analysis that has been made of these characters in the broader study it can be said that the 
boxing men were not perceived as masculine because they were boxers, the action of boxing merely 
allowed them to heighten their masculinity. The recognisable – and expected – traits remained in and 
out of the ring, the scene in the ring, however, allowed for an amplified examination of those traits. 
 
Furthermore, when one of the male performers involved in that boxing scene, was questioned regarding 
his noticeable portrayal of the traditional image during the scenes he answered: “I don’t believe in 
masculinity. I don’t consider myself masculine but I don’t consider strong, ‘jockey’ men masculine 
either. I’m gay and the idea of masculinity has been trouble to me my whole life. It’s shit.” The 
performer was then asked why he had, in light of his feelings about concepts of masculinity, ‘acted’ in 
the shadow of the image of the traditional concept of masculinity if he ‘did not believe in it’: “for the 
audience”, he answered, “that’s what they expect.”35 
 
These comments show that the actor’s shift into re-enacting traditionally hegemonic masculine traits is, 
to a degree, automatic and based on a perception of social expectations. Despite his personal views on 
masculinity the actor succumbed to society’s greater understanding of ‘what makes a man masculine’ 
and, as such, his actions demonstrated the level to which the dominant image holds sway over 
masculine identity, despite the ‘trouble’ the dominant form of masculinity has caused him in his own 
life. The actor read the character the playwright created and, using his instinctive understanding of how 
that ‘masculine’ character would act, performed accordingly. Yet his interpretation was not only 
affected by his own ‘imaginative reconstruction’ but also, to his own admission, heavily influenced by 
the audiences’ expectations, as he perceived them. 
 
From the example of the boxing scene in Blackrock it can be noted that the external nature of 
masculinity and its base in social constructions of a dominant role, is influential in determining the 
cause of its inflexibility and limited scope in theatrical productions. This provides a dualism of 
masculinity in the theatre, where while the performers personally recognise that the Australian male 
should be a character of variety and individuality, in contrast their performance of the Australian 
male is one which they believe reflects audience expectation – that of the hegemonic Australian 
male. The initial results of the case study indicate that societal pressures promote traditional notions 
of masculinity through theatre, signifying the difficulty men may face when attempting to resist an 
unrealistic idealisation of hegemonic masculinity. Social expectations of what the Australian male 
is supposed to be are inherent in these dramatic (re)presentations of masculinity. The next logical 
step is to experiment with presentations of masculinity through theatre in an attempt to encourage 
society, through the role of audience, to begin to adjust expectations of Australian hegemonic 
masculinity and reconstruct the reliance on an out-dated model of what it is to be an Australian 
man. 
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